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The Deported Mexican of the 1930s
A social response to an economic issue
The stock market crash in 1929left the United States in a depression. Financial empires were
lost over night, middle class workers were standing in bread lines, farmers fled their farms due to
dust bowls in the plains caused by a massive drought. American men were in need ofjobs and a
prejudice emerged that affected the lives of hundreds of thousands of men and women that could
argue their people held a longer claim to the lands they would soon be extacted from. Some
were sent to a foreign land, a land that they had never been to but practiced a sfiong cultural
bond with. Others were forcedto grve up the American dream and forced backto their country of
origin, a country just barely out of a long revolution. The Mexican experience in Mexico and the
United States has been rough, but ttre deportation of Mexicans in the 1930s as a response to a
social issue is firther expression of the continued struggle of the Mexican people. In this paper I
want to explore this struggle and tell their sb(y, the story of the deported Mexican of the 1930s.
Americainthe 1920s
The 1920s ushered in an era of prosperity and excess in many parts of the United States. The
country had just come out of the Great War and was seeing rapid changes in the way business
was being done in the United States, due in part to the success of early progressive movements.
Industry continued to boom and life was just a little bit sweeter during the "roaring twenties."
Increasingiy peopie began to movr closer and closer to cities and changing attitudes about work
and working conditions began to emerge. America was shifting away from the individual farms
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and rural living, America was evolving, A quote by Calvin Coolidge summed up the attitude of
the prosperity in this decade, "The chief business of the American people is business."l
Consumer goods began to sky rocket in sales, and purchasing power changed dramatically from
being focused on cortmodities to focusing on purchasing goods or services for pleasure.
Mexico in the 1920s
In 1911 Porfirio Diaz was no longer in control of Mexico after being persuaded to resign.
Emiliano Zapataproclaims his "Plan of Ayala" which attempted to restore Mexico to its former
glory and give the people back their land which was lost during the Porfiriato. There was a
period of unrest for the remaining teen years, Zapatawas killed and Venustiano Carranza
became President leading in to the 1920s. In 1920 Alvaro Obregon becomes President of Mexico
after Cananzawas killed by Obregon's men. During this time his leadership offered for the first
time since 1910 a real change coming to Mexico, a change that would endure. Mexico's
economy was in total disarray and was worsening as the world returned from a World War.
Mexico was entirely too dependent on foreign goods and it was becoming painfirlly obvious that
things needed to change. Land reform was a cenfal issue of restablishing the desires of the state
as well as the Mexican people. It was thought that no one could run the land like the Mexican
people and so a half of all monopolized land was seized by the government and then turned in to
ejidos for the use by the Mexican people. The plan, as it was, caried plenty of meri! but had
poor administration. While the plan did help some 15,000,000 native Mexicans, it left so many
without land to develop for agriculture, in addition if they were able to work they were rnaking
poor wages. As a result ffiIny of them began to seek employment elsewhere. The trip Al Norte
'Eric Foner, Give Me Liberty!: on Americon History,2nd Seagulted. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008),
pageNr.722
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(the trip north to America) was a choice that presented an easy solution. Prior to the 1924
creation of the U.S. Border Pafiol, crossing the border was simple and was often a means to a
new life for hundreds of thousands of Mexicans. Every day workers such farmhands, cowboys,
and miners crossed into the United States with no issues, in addition, many political refugees
also sougtrt sanctuary during periods of unrest in Mexico, take Benito hnrezfor example.2 The
bottom line is that while the United States was beginning to prosper, Mexico was trying to gain
economic standing but failing to do so in a matter that benefiUed everyone. As a result many
Mexicans took the journey north seeking a fair stake in the increasingly booming economy of the
United States.
Mexicans inAmerica
The dominant theme of Mexican history in the twentieth century has been immigration. Because
Mexicans were used to substandard working conditions as well as terrible pay, America offered
similar work conditions but offered increased pay, sometimes more than twice to three times
what they were making in Mexico doing the same job. In Texas the 
*Mexican population
increased from7l,062in 1900 to 683,681 in 1930."3 It was not uncommon for the Mexican
farm worker to work from sun up to sun down without abreak and do so for substandard, (in
terms of American workers), wages. These working conditions allowed for fanns in the south
west to flourisha Despite increased border contol actions in 1924 which favored the immigration
of Europeans over ftrces of color, the Mexican peopte were still immigrating into tlre south west
2 BurtonKirkwoo4 The History of Muico (NewYork Palgrave Macmillan,2005), pageNr.87
3 Manuel G. Gonzales, Mwicanos: a History of Maeicans inthe UnitedSrares @loomington: Indiana
University Press, 2000), pageNr. 121
a Hi-lice Novas, Everything You Need to Know About Ldino History,2008 ed. (New York Plume, 2007),
pageNr.87
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in large numbers and emerged as the single most important source of farrr labor. ln addition to
farm work many Mexicans in the 1920s worked to assist in the expansion of the Baltimore and
Ohio rail infrastructure. Up to this point in history many of these same jobs were dominated by
Asian immigrants from China and Japan. It was not just farming and rail infrastucture that the
Mexican immigrants participated in, they participated in mining of copper, silver, gold and
various other minerals, some 60 percent of mine workers in the south west between 1900-1940
were of Mexican origin. The general story is very similar for most Mexicans that made the
journey north. Many were peasant farm workers or laborers that had either fought with one group
of revolutionaries or another during the years of the revolution. When the revolution was
complete many found themselves disenfranchised with the state of Mexico.
The disenfranchised created tales of gold laden streets and places where employers would flock
to new fresh workers and be able to offer competitive wages. Many times, the men in their desire
to support their families, would buy in to the fairy tale and convince their wives of the dream that
America was offering. Some left their families behind to earn enough money to bring the family
north and others simply gathered up their families and made the journey nortlu men and women
in pursuit of opportunities of their own.
The unfortunate realrty was far less glamorous and often times yielded little more prosperous
conditions than Mexico may have.
Author Samuel Bryan wrote an article that expressed the perception many in America had of
these new immigrants that were coming into the United States inthe early part of the 20tr century
in the 7 September l9l2 article for Survey.
*Their low standards of living and of morals, their illiteracy, their utter lack of proper political
interest, the retarding effect of their employment upon the wage scale of the more progressive
6
races, and finally their tendency to colonize in urban centers, with evil results, combine to stamp
them as a rather undesirable class of residents.o'S
This attitude in l9l2 was a poor reflection on the real desires and failed to address any positive
attributes of the Mexican people and was used as a form of negative propagand4 never-the-less,
it was shared by many in the country towards the later part of the 1920s when the economy
began to shift and that attitude began to increase exponentially when the stock market crashed on
October 24fln 1-929 after showing weakness for a few weeks leading up to the infamous o'Black
Tuesday," they had to find someone to blame.
The Depression Hits
"When I think of my family it makes me want to weep because if the depression is prolonged
where shall we end up?" "Los Desocupados," Corrido ("The Unemployed," Ballad).6
In 1930 United States census takers calculated that some 1.4 million Mexicans Americans and
Mexican Nationals lived in the United States, roughly 10 percent of the total population of
Mexico at the same time.7
In the 1930s there were some twenty six basic reasons for being deported, among them were:
suffering epilepsy, being a prostitute, moral turpitude, being physically unable to work, if you
were a minor you could be deported for not coming with a parent. However, chief among all the
reasons in the 1930s was being deported for coming to America illegally, something that was
conveniently ignored as America prospered in the 1920s. Now that the country was in turmoil
t Ab.ahurn Hoftnan, IJnwanted Mqican Anericans in the Great Depression: Repatriation Pressures, 1929-
/939.(Tucson: Univ of Arizona Pr, 1974), pageNr.14-15
6 Francisco E. Balderrama and Raymond Rodriguez, Decade of Betrayal: Muican Repatriation in the
/930s(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995), pageNr.27
7 
Francisco E. Balderrama and Raymond Rodriguez, Decade of Betrayal: Muican Repatriation in the
/930s(Albuquerque: University ofNew Mexico Press, 1995), pageNr.T
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and American men were in need of work, the Mexican became the scapegoat of all the world's
problems.
President Hoover reacted to the manner of American unemployment with the hiring of William
Doak to replace James Davis. Not long after taking office in Decernber 1930 secretary Doak
proclaimed his solution on the issue of the American work force. One solution was to get rid of
any alien working in the United State to free up jobs for American men needing to feed
American families. He estimated that there were around 300,000 illegal workers in the United
States and under the current provisions established in the immigration laws they could eradicate
about one third of the illegal population. The plam, arrest anyone that looked like they could be
deported, namely anyone that was not part ofthe favorable group of European immigrants,
instead arrest the Mexicans. There are instances of raiding of private homes and public places
like stores or restaurants from New York to Los Angeles. It was later figured that Doak amassed
numbers reaching some 400,000 immigrants that would be ready for immediate deportation"
confirming the removal of about one third of the total Mexican population based on the 1930s
census.
"The commissioner general of immigration observed in his Annual Report of 1931: It is the
response of the Deparhnent of Labor...to foster, promote, and develop the welfare of the wage
eamers of the United States, to improve their working conditions, and to advance their
opportunities for profitable employment; and it is a mere corollary of this duty and purpose to
spare no reasonable effort to remove the menace of unfair competition which actually exists in
the vast number of aliens who have in one way or another, principally be surreptitious entries,
violated our immigration laws...The force and effect of these provisions would be largely
defeated if they were not accompanied by provisions for the deportation of those found in the
country as having entered in violation of these restrictions."s
8 
Abraharn Hoffinan, Unwanted Mqican Americans in the Great Depression: Repuriation Pressures, 1929-
1939.(Tucson: Univ of Arizonak,1974), pageNr. 40
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The idea was that these aliens occupied jobs that could otherwise be held by American men and
if this could be successful then the depression would come to an end. In Illinois some 819,038
individuals received welfare, of this more than 87 percent were white. Because of this statistic
and the poor attitude towards the Mexicans, a response was unleashed among American
authorities that was enacted rapidly and carried out intoxicatingly at the excitement to rid the
country of the "economic parasites" that were preventing the success of the American man.
Beginning as early as 1929 Mexicans were comered in the streets of Los Angeles based entirely
on the outer appearance of their skin and forced into holding to be deported. This occurred
rampantly without regard to citizen status or in many cases, ever actually documenting the
deportation. The success of this deportation in California lead to a rise in similar practices in
Michigan, Texas and Colorado. There are many stories that share similar undertones of racial
discrimination and a deep set desire of many in America to be able to place blame for the
counfiry's economic down fum on the Mexican people.
A story for a young boy in Montana as well as the general conalling of people are described as
follows:
"[Ignacio] Pina was only six years old when U.S. immigration officers showed up at his Montana
home, jailed his family for a week, ttren put them on a tain to Mexico."
"Latinos or those looking like Latinos were rounded up, put on flatbed trucks and driven to the
border. Others were coerced into leaving on their own and lost their homes and property,
government documents show. "9
The unfortunate circumstances that faced a lot of Mexicans were than many lived the life of a
vagabond. The moved from town to town and rarely speaking English and in almost every case
having no clue to their rights in the United States regardless of citizenship status, many were
9 
E i. t. Ray, M*ican Repatriation ond the Possibitityfor a Federal Cause of Action: A Comporative Analysis on
Reparations The University of Miami Inter-American Law Review, Vol. 37, No. I (Fall, 2005) pageNr 175
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swept up and sent back to Mexico without cause, documentation of the deportation, or due
process, they were simply put on a truck or train and sent across the border. On the other end of
the spectrum where there were cases of stable life, there was an account of an American educator
in Texas that told of a family in the Rio Grande Valley whose mother and father were caught in
an immigration raid and deported. Three boys and a girl were left to fend for themselves forcing
the eldest son to drop out of school to care for his younger siblings. Eventually the children
realizedthey were unable to survive and returned to Mexico to be with their parents,
arrangements were made by the then Immigration Bureau.
The initial response was fast paced and out of contol. There was no real organizattoauntil on
August 19th l93l President Hoover appointed Colonel Arthur Woods as the national coordinator
forthe President's Emergency Committee for Employment (PECE). This gave authority and
aided in the govemment to be able to process the deportation of these people. This was the
newest form of immigration reform since the creation of the U.S. Border Patrol inl924 and was
set up prior to the creation of the Untied State Immigration and Naturalization Service or INS.
This program reached out to cities and encouraged the processing of immigrants out of areas of
need. The process continued
The Mexican Response
The book 450 Years of Chicano History in Pictures- 450 Anos Del Pueblo Chicano is really very
cleaver in that it is such a real visual and blunt representation of the Mexican people. Of the
entire book the only section that talked about the exodus of the Mexican people is very
reflective.
"Deportation: Kick out the Mexicans! With the Depression, our labor was no longer needed as
before. Also, the U.S. ruling class could not admit the crisis was the result of their own economic
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system. They had to find a scapegoat. So they blamed unemployment on "all those illegals"-
usually meaning Mexicans without enfiry documents. A racist progftlm of "repatriation"-
meaning deportation began. There were mass roundups of so-called "illegals" and at least
300,000 of our people were put on trains to Mexico. Many were U.S. citizens. Chicanos were
also deported in the 1930's for being organizers in civil rights and labor struggles."
This really illustates the irony of the struggle of the Mexican people who have been fighting for
control of their own destiny since Cortez landed at Vera Cruz. They still carried the memories of
the revolution and the failures of their own country deep in the minds. There were some
advocates for the rights of Mexicans in America men like radio idol Pedro J. Gonzalez, who used
his radio show "Los Madrugadores," to agitate for proper ffeatnent of his people. He was later
denounced a rebel rouser, frarned and imprisoned ultimately to be sent to Mexico. Just as with
Gonzalez, many other supporters were locked up or sent to Mexico to extinguish the agitators.
Prejudices of classes in Mexico lead the Mexican people to the United States seeking a fair
share, and that same prejudice in the United States resulted in them berng sent back to Mexico.
This left many of them totally disenfranchised with both nations and left with a no country to call
home, especially those born of U.S. citizenship. There were so countless Mexicans stripped from
their homes or places of business with no opportunity to contact anyone for help, few
government options for protection and a fear of not knowing if those many citizens would be
able to retum to their American homes. On the other hand there are many accounts were people
willingly left the United States assuming their fortune had run its course. In the end the worst
reality of it all is that there are no true numbers of how rnany were effected over all, with a range
of 300,000 to 1,000,000 there is a lot to still be learned in terms of the overall effect this had on
the Mexican people. Many neverreturned, either out of distrust of the American govemment or
simply because they were able to claim a stake in the Mexican economy. What we do know is
that many were allowed back in the United States just a decade or so later, when once again the
need for cheap labor arose with the American entrance in World War II.
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The Mexican people are fighters, they have been fighting for restore their individuality for
centuries and continue to be the back bone of the labor indusbry in Mexico, and are the crutch in
which we as Americans lean on to support our own standard of living. In my own life time I have
seen the blaming of hard times on the Mexican people for sucking up low paying labor jobs
while, as many claim, exploiting resources like welfare and housing and send the money back to
Mexico to bring more of their family here. While in some cases this maybe the case the truth of
the matter is that while many Americans complain about such things they fail to appreciate that
without the Mexican the fruits and vegetables would cost significantly more than many are
wiUing to pay, let alone trying to get other services like lawn mowing or cheap miscellaneous
labor at the rates we enjoy. Instead many Americans as well as the aristocracy that still remains
in Mexico complain when the everyday Mexican start to succeed a little. In times of prosperity
they force the Mexican to accept their status in the socioeconomic Darwinism when it benefits
the bottom line and look the other way when it comes to the realrty of their entry status. When
we see a Mexican pursuing college or trying to going the bourgeoisie we shutter and put them
down. When times get rough on either side of the boarder the common Mexican is to blame
because they are an easy scapegoat.
We should learn from history and know that these continued attempts to get rid of the Mexican
people is a failure to accept our own responsibility in this country's economic status and getting
rid of them is not a social response to economic conditions.
t2
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Appendix I
When I started this project I was very interested to see the perspective of some of the men I
was able to work with at a local farm. I took some of my questions to a few of the guys and
while many ofthem were receptive to and had knowledge of the deportation inthe 1930s many
of them were despondent. I felt that my quest for finding an ancestor of a person aftected by this
was running its course, then I talked with my friend Ismael.
While he is not an ancestor of anyone that was directly affected his story is one that resonates as
one that may resemble a modem day analysis of what happened in the 1930s. Ismael is from
Michoacan, Mexcio where he was a farmer with his father and his three older brothers and two
younger brothers. As a middle child and a person of what many in his village would consider
small stature he suffered from being the burro of the goup and was given tenible tasks. That was
until he showed promise in welding, a skill not often used by wage workers in his village. His
lack of enthusiasm for farming and his desire to be outside of the family control were key factors
in his travels. He crossed the border illegally in the early 1980s via Juarez Mexico. After
spending six months in a cattle ranch in Texas he was deprted back to Mexico after a DUI. He
was back in the US within three days of his deportation and this time set his sights on Oregon.
When he got to Oregon he spent the first three years picking strawberries and various other labor
intensive duties. He was not happy and was ready to leave to a destination unknown when a key
piece of equipment broke and he, having skills in welding fixed it quickly with an onsite arch
welder. The farm Jefe was so impressed that they moved him to a new part of the farm, the
fabrication shop. Within two weeks he had doubled his income and once again found himself out
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celebrating. One night in the first part of December he received a ticket for having a tail light out,
he says "the pinche cop just stop me cause I am Mexican, I had no tail light broken. Cuando he
pull be over I have a green card I buy and he still send me to Mexico."
It took him nearly two years to get back to the US. He spent most of his time in chop shops and
various low paying jobs in fabrication. During this time he met his wife and had a baby, his
daughter now l8 years old. It was after the birttr of his daughter he was able to obtain a
legitimate gxeen card with sponsorship from the farm and he brought his family to Oregon.
He has been at the farm for two periods accounting for over 20 years. He lives in a half of a
single wide trailer with his family and has saved enough money to send his daughter to college at
Chemeketa. He is living a life of servitude so his children can have the life he say'oMateo, I will
rever know what its like to have my own home. I arn getting older and slowet and these pinche
farmers want me to keep up with these kids and I have a hard time"
As a result he has earned his GED and is enrolting in the welding program at Chemeketa while
working to get his citizenship. He believes in something many of us take for granted, the
American dream. For him, he is a modern day interpretation of an issue of social change that is
rapidly sweeping the western part of America. He says to me "Mateo, I am Mexican by my
parents and by my speectr, but in my heart I am American and my kids they are American. I want
what you want, but the gringos, they try tell me I am no gmd, that I can't do it. They blame me
for things that other Mexican's do, I tell them I am American and they laugh." He continues to
stive for the best life for his wife and family. He is an example of the American dream and the
antithesis of the Social rcsponse to an Economic issue ttrat we saw in the 1930s and some would
ffiSUo, we are seeing today.
